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Executive summary

Disaster Risk Reduction through Schools: 
Learning from our experience 5 years on 

ActionAid’s five-year Disaster Risk Reduction through Schools (DRRS) project (2006-2011) was implemented in seven countries – Bangladesh, Ghana, Haiti, India, Kenya, Malawi and Nepal – with funding from the United Kingdom Department for International Development (DFID/UK-Aid). 

The project aimed to:

· support the implementation of the Hyogo Framework for Action (HFA) through innovative grassroots Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) programmes in and through schools
· enable local communities to act on their own behalf and secure their basic rights, using Participatory Vulnerability Analysis (PVA)
· advocate for governments to uphold their responsibilities to protect their populations from natural disaster, especially those related to climate change.
Conceived soon after the signing of the Hyogo Framework for Action, the project used the HFA priorities as a basis for the interventions at local, national and international levels. In line with ActionAid’s rights-based approach, the project aimed to use participatory methodologies to engage and involve communities in the process of building their resilience to disasters. The project was founded on several key principles:
· emergencies usually have complex causes, and DRR must understand and address that complexity

· DRR must use ‘soft’ approaches as well as ‘hard’ technocratic solutions as appropriate
· preventing disasters is much more cost-effective than responding to them
· disasters always raise issues of social justice and better governance, and DRR programmes must seek to address these if the work is to be sustainable
· vulnerable communities must be placed at the centre of DRR programmes to increase accountability and help ensure buy-in and sustainability
· effective DRR demands clearly-defined roles and responsibilities for communities, governments, I/NGOs and other stakeholders 

· schools are a strategic point of entry into a community for creating a sense of urgency around the need for DRR initiatives 
· 'vulnerability' is an effective tool for thinking and action around DRR 

· DRR should be integrated into existing commitments. 

In schools, through schools, beyond DRR
The rationale behind making schools the centre of the programme was that they are hubs of community life; through them DRR programmes can offer safe refuge during disasters, reach a wide constituency (including children, parents, teachers, community elders and local and national authorities), mobilise people for action, and improve lives and livelihoods.  The project also recognised both children’s particular vulnerability to disasters, and their great potential to act as agents of change for DRR initiatives at community level.    
Assuming a multi-layered approach, the project focused on both DRR in schools and DRR through schools.  In recognition of the fact that safer schools are better able to offer quality education, the project engaged communities in structural and repair work for improving the safety of schools and school compounds; awareness raising and capacity building of students, their families and school personnel to mobilise to prevent and respond to emergencies; and advocacy work lobbying for the inclusion of DRR in school curricula.  Working through schools, the project was able to reach out to the wider community to highlight the importance of developing an understanding of the wider root causes and dynamics which create and impact upon vulnerability; to encourage individuals and families to take action at the household level to reduce their vulnerability; and to support communities to mobilise and demand action from local institutions and authorities on DRR priorities they themselves had identified. 
Beyond this, the project sought to further institutionalise DRR initiatives and link these to longer term development processes.  In doing so, the project noted a positive impact on people’s livelihoods (DRR initiatives provided income and new skills for labourers employed in DRR projects, and in some cases opened up new livelihood opportunities); stronger citizenship and community voice; empowerment of the most vulnerable and marginalized, particularly women and girls; increased social cohesion through the building of new linkages and alliances: fuller citizenship through increased awareness of rights, laws and local governance mechanisms; and increased capacity of communities to express and advance issues, and to lobby institutions.

Fostering ownership and increasing empowerment

Participatory Vulnerability Analysis (PVA) lay at the heart of the project.  This methodology enables communities to analyse the multiple hazards and threats facing them, and empowers them to take action in partnership with other key stakeholders, through a phased process of planning and decision making.  PVA also helped build accountability and increase community buy-in, by ensuring information was shared transparently, and by putting in place mechanisms for checking progress and revising plans at regular intervals.
Using PVA as a starting point to identify community vulnerabilities, the DRRS project framework then focused on three key elements: people, power and change. Tangible, lasting, sustainable changes in the lives of vulnerable people (and in their power to act for change) are generated by interrelated changes: in their awareness and knowledge, in their capacity to organise and mobilise, and in their ability to influence policies and institutions. These are summed up as power to, power within, power with and power over.  By using this framework, the project was able to empower vulnerable communities, working at multiple levels, to implement holistic and systemic solutions.
In particular:
· the focus on ‘power within’ helped to raise awareness and increase knowledge among the vulnerable, building a culture of prevention, encouraging multi-faceted dialogue about prevention and sensitising people to the effects of climate change and other people-made threats
· the focus on ‘power with’ fostered community-led mobilisation and action at the local level, and, through the NGOs, to coalition building and networking
· the focus on ‘power over’ helped to build stronger citizenship and better governance, influenced policies and institutions, and highlighted the role of local government in DRR.

Focus vs. reach – making the right decisions

In reviewing the DRRS project, three practical challenges were identified that need to be taken into account in any future programmes:

· Deciding where to work. Several questions arose: Should projects create new initiatives, or engage with existing ones? Should they aim for broad coverage, or have a specific and limited focus? Should they target disaster-prone communities, or work preventatively with those who have yet to experience disaster? And should their primary locus be urban or rural?

· Building capacity. The newness of the PVA approach created many opportunities for innovation, but also presented significant difficulties in keeping track of its implementation and sharing the learnings, whether between ActionAid and its partners or between participating communities.

· Setting the timeline. How should projects balance short-term ‘quick-fix’ responses with long-term strategic change? How do they ensure sustainability beyond the term of the project? And are effective exit strategies in place?
Joining up the dots:  the key to successful DRR
The experience gained through the Disaster Risk Reduction through Schools (DRRS) project shows that:

· when citizens and their institutions gain a deeper awareness and understanding of risks and hazards;
· when citizens mobilise for common action on disaster;
· when they can induce institutions to work efficiently with them;
threats and vulnerabilities can be tackled.  Concrete positive changes can also be brought about in both the immediate and longer term, including providing better education and improved livelihoods for the most vulnerable. 
To read the full report on our learning from the Disaster Risk Reduction through Schools programme see www.actionaid.org 
